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MUDs in the Classroom: Teachers’ learning, epistemic potential & pedagogical 
dilemmas 
 
Beryl Exley, PhD 
Centre for Learning Innovation, Queensland University of Technology 
 
This research article recounts an authentic integrated project undertaken by Martin 
Woodbury and his teaching partner, Su Cooper, with their socio-culturally and linguistically 
diverse multi-age middle years classes at Coopers Plains State School. Their purposeful 
integration of ICT literacies into a SOSE inspired unit for their school’s 75th Anniversary won 
them a National Literacy and Numeracy Week Celebration Grant in 2006. Attention is 
focused on Martin’s talk about his first time exploration of two multi-user domains (MUDs), 
forums and blogs. This article documents and discusses Martin’s developing awareness of his 
technological literacy content knowledge, their epistemic potential, and the pedagogical 
dilemmas besetting teachers as they engage student with these new technologies.   
 
Case Study: Introducing Martin Woodbury   
 
Martin Woodbury is a young male teacher in his fifth year of teaching working in a relatively 
small suburban Brisbane school, Coopers Plains State School. The school is in its seventy-
fifth year and the surrounding suburb is an eclectic mix of industry, post-war housing and 
new-residential multi-unit dwellings. Martin is also the school’s ICTs coordinator, modestly 
describing himself as ‘interested in computers’ and ‘interested in improving his teaching’. 
According to Martin, the students at Coopers Plains State School represent a diverse range of 
socio-cultural and linguistic backgrounds. The recent urban renewal means that many of them 
are new to the area, although the school has some second generation students amongst its 
midst. He describes the students as being ‘interested in computers.  I find they use their 
computers a lot for playing games, that’s what they like, that’s what they enjoy, and that’s 
fine, but I’m also showing them that computers are a tool that they can use in other ways’. 
Philosophically Martin believes in getting beyond ‘pretend’ learning activities, preferring to 
negotiate authentic tasks that call for serious data collection, synthesis and analysis and real 
opportunities for publication or presentation. In the section that follows Martin talks about his 
first attempts at getting the students to use ICTs to solicit, create and evaluate knowledge. He 
also talks about his own professional learning journey as he introduced two multi-user 
domains (MUDS), forums and blogs, into his middle years classroom. Such accounts are 
important for the way they demystify teachers’ acquisition of ICT content competencies and 
make clear the continuing pedagogical dilemmas confronting teachers working in new ways 
with new technologies.  
 
MUDs in the Classroom 
 
Martin’s foray into multi-user domains (MUDs) started in 2005 when he and his teaching 
partner, Su Cooper, registered their classes for an on-line ‘Travel Buddy’ project. The 
students sent a small toy to schools in Western Queensland and proceeded to communicate 
with the toys’ new carers through a cyberspace portal on Education Queensland’s website, 
‘The Learning Place’. Martin explains: ‘We used a forum where the kids used post-ups and 
gave information about what the toy got up to. We went back and forward between the 
schools like that. That was the first time we used the technology in this way. The kids were 
really excited about it and I really enjoyed it. The forum was a great vehicle to get them 
writing for an authentic audience and to get them involved with on-line forums.’ 
 
In 2006, the school’s 75th anniversary year, ‘all the classes needed to do something they could 
present at the school fete. We came up with a project based on the history of our school’. In 
short, the children were focused on researching the history of the school through accessing 
and (virtually) probing human resources to assist the development of a series of short drama 
productions and photo stories for display at the school fete. Martin explains: ‘There were 
some people teaching at our school who went to our school as kids. I knew of other teachers, 
and even parents who went to our school as well. So I thought it would be great to get in 
contact with these people and have some conversations about what school was like when they 
were here. I was thinking about what was the best way to communicate with these people and 
I thought the forum would be perfect because we all had computers and the internet. I 
contacted about seven or eight people and about three or four were interested. A forum saved 
me [the task of] organising multiple visits to the school, factoring in timetable changes, us 
being here, which is often hectic in a small school.  
 
‘When I was setting up the forum on ‘The Learning Place’ I saw there was a blogging facility. 
I thought that blogs are pretty big things; there’s a bit of a buzz about them at the moment. I 
use the internet a fair bit but I had never personally used a blog but thought I could give it a 
go. When I started I didn’t really know how a forum was different from a blog. I found out 
that a forum is where you can post, it’s linear, you have a question, people reply to the 
question. A forum sits in topics and people can reply under that. A blog is different in that you 
write on the day and it’s there and the calendar continues on and you can post on different 
days. You don’t have a guiding question.  The blog is an interactive tool and a reflective tool. 
A blog can be used as a diary and I thought that would be great for the kids to reflect on their 
time at Coopers Plains State School. The plan was to have the kids read the blogs  and offer 
up comments. Other people can comment on your blog - I didn’t know that until half way 
through. It’s funny how I found out. I started writing my own blog. One of the kids in my class 
had his password at home and saw my blog and his sister, who was in my class the first year I 
was at Coopers, she jumped on and replied to my blog. So I saw this reply on my blog and 
opened it up and she had given me feedback on my blog. Once I showed it to them, the kids 
loved the feedback function, they took on the expert role and provided feedback. Although I 
didn’t get into it this time, you can use photos and other files and the students can have some 
control over the design of their blogs. The students did it much more easily than I thought 
they would. They pick up things so quickly because they work with computers a lot.’  
 
As Martin quite quickly found out, MUDs are ubiquitous, having burgeoned in popularity 
since blog server software no longer requires the complex technical skills of hypertext 
markup language (HTML) to create technically sophisticated and visually impressive 
websites (Quible, 2005). Their use in schools can increase students’ motivation and 
excitement levels for learning. Students are motivated not only by the use of technology and 
the ability to type rather than using a pencil and paper, but also by having a real-life audience 
(Poling, 2005). As blogs do not necessarily have a hierarchical or topic-based discussion, they 
also tend to be more individualised accounts. Popular blog sites on the www allow blog 
producers to select from automatic formatting options which include headlines, entry forms, 
time and date notation to indicate currency or timeliness, an archive, search function, 
comments post to enable communication between blog producers and consumers, and a 
blogroll – a list of blogs accessed by the blog producer (Martindale & Wiley, 2005, p. 55-56). 
Blog entries are usually short and can be either written, personal video (vlogs), photos (flogs) 
or audio tracks and can be ‘stretched’ outwards into cyberspace via hyperlinks to stories, 
pictures and sound tracks. Martindale and Wiley (2005) describe a blog as a continual ‘tour’ 
with a human guide whom blog consumers get to know. The text portion, accompanying 
visuals, spatial design and audio elements reflects the author’s thoughts, personality, and 
perspectives on different issues.  
 
As Martin stated, his focus for using blogging was to enable his students to communicate with 
people and research knowledge not available in print. He wanted to use blogging to create a 
collaborative space where he and the students and their guests could build meaningful content 
for their audience. Publication also offers the opportunity for feedback, which in turn, 
scaffolds a learner in their quest for knowledge. Through this process his students were 
learning to negotiate meaning and knowledge in real and relevant ways. Poling (2005) 
contends that users learn from each other as they make connections, ask questions, and draw 
conclusions. As interested others comment, alternative trails and routes through knowledge 
structures are suggested and users build on one another’s knowledge to construct new 
understandings of various topics. This interactivity encourages critical thinking as bloggers 
continually evaluate and update their content and design, and produce persuasive and succinct 
counter-arguments and analyses (Oravec, 2002; Godwin-Jones, 2003). Thus, blogging is an 
efficient digital tool for archiving and narrating exploration and development of a topic, 
thereby revealing a virtual community’s structure of knowledge. Epistemically blogs allow 
individuals to take ownership of their ways of thinking and to publish their multilinear 
thoughts about topics often not included in the mainstream media (Ducate & Lomicka, 2005).  
 
To be considered ‘powerful’, a blogger does not necessarily have to have mastered ‘powerful 
writing’; rather it is the ideas that blog users are interested in (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003). A 
‘blog’ genre does not exist: blogs cannot be reduced to a concise and definite set of criteria 
and norms to be taught in classrooms as applied meta knowledge  (Lankshear & Knobel, 
2003, p. 13). Commanding attention is a function of breaking generic conventions, of 
hybridising significant textual features. Attention-sustaining qualities manifested in powerful 
blogs are not accounted for in pedagogical strategies like modelling, joint and independent 
construction, editing or maintaining fidelity to genre (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003). Such 
tenets do not cohere well with traditional genre based approaches to pedagogy aimed at 
‘powerful writing’. In short, these new technologies challenge traditional and constructivist 
pedagogical models – and there lies the pedagogical dilemmas besetting teachers. Martin 
explains it in his own words:   
 
‘The dilemma for me was how involved I should be. I decided not to edit any of their entries. I 
wanted to leave it as their writing and something that is personal to them. I thought about 
sitting down and correcting their work and making sure it was correct before it went up. But I 
don’t know, I thought it might be better for them to get up there and have a go, and they 
seemed to enjoy that. I didn’t assess the blogs but I believed the reflection helped them to 
understand change through time and thus contribute to their culminating task of representing 
changing times through a drama presentation and in a photo display at the school fete.’  
 
By removing explicit teacher scaffolding of blog content, Martin allowed the students to 
begin with their ‘felt sense of purpose and take it from there’ (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003, p. 
17). Without this there is would have been no cogent basis from which to blog. His students 
were not ‘forced’ into an assessment driven practice, one that often ignores an individual’s 
purpose for producing text. Lankshear and Knobel (2003, p. 17) contend that ‘many student 
posts to school-endorsed blogs look like being compulsory requirements and linked to student 
grades for the course. The lively humour and wit of blogger posts elsewhere and the written 
comments they often attract from readers are missing - few school blogs even have the 
“comments” function enabled’. Such school-like practices run the risk of eradicating ‘idea 
development’ and ‘strongly held points of view’ (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003, p. 17).  
 
Another challenge for Martin was the involvement of the knowledgeable guests, those adults 
who had attended Coopers Plains State School some time ago. He explains: ‘I suppose there 
were some adult participants who weren’t really into it and maybe thought it was a bit 
difficult. Saying that, I also made sure I had detailed instructions. I took several screen shots 
and put all the instructions in an email to participants. I found that preparation was essential. 
I didn’t want to turn people off and I wanted to make it as simple to follow as I could.’  
 
Conclusion 
 
This account of one award winning project makes visible one teacher’s learning journey, in 
particular its exploratory nature and the efficacy of positioning students as experts of the 
digital medium and of the content. This account also documents and discusses one teacher’s 
pedagogical reform to take advantage of the epistemic potential of MUDs. This resulted in the 
teacher employing MUDs as a tool for knowledge research, collaboration and communication 
rather than as a subject area or as something that required formal assessment. These 
discussions serve to illuminate the ways one teacher embraced the challenges of using ICTs 
for school learning and gives rise to questions about the form and function of explicit 
measurable assessment in student practice activities of major projects.   
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